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like so many critics of today, notions and terms of sociology
into the domain of literary criticism. Classicus could be trans-
lated by our colloquial expression "high class," and perhaps
even more accurately by the unpleasant slang term "classy,"
A "classic" is a work that appeals to gentlemen, and that all
gentlemen ought to know. If this were taken too literally,
Debrett's Peerage would be the ideal of a classic, with the
Racing Calendar as a good second.

Gentlemen were given a "classical" education, that is to say
they were brought up in the tradition of their class. So, by a
natural confusion, the word "classics" came to mean the works
studied in classrooms, at such places as Eton or Oxford. In
French, the confusion was even more complete, and this second
sense usurped first place. <(Un Ime clamquf is a school book,
not necessarily a masterpiece of literature. In this sense, a
thoroughly Romantic writer like Shelley turned into a "classic"
when his works forced the gates of the colleges, Baudelaire,
long under the ban, has recently achieved "classic" rank.

For centuries, of course, the only recognized classics were
the writers of Greece and Rome. So the term remains attached
in our minds primarily to antiquity, secondarily to those mod-
ern authors who borrowed inspiration, subject or form from
antiquity. There are still "Schools of Classical Studies" and
"Departments of Classical Languages," as well as "classical
styles" in architecture.

Finally, the word is loosely applied to anything well-estab-
lished or "standard": a yearly event in the domain of sport
soon becomes a "classic." Through further degeneration,
"classic" sank from an equivalent for "standard" to a humor-
ous synonym for "stock," "well-worn," "trite": "He offered
the classic alibi . . ," or "He played upon us the classic
joke* . . ." We should not dismiss these popular develop-
ments as negligible j they might be the symptom of weaknesses
and dangers inherent in the very conception of Classicism.

But what is "the very conception of Classicism"? None of
the secondary meanings listed above offers us a definite answer.